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Teaching Media Quarterly 
Volume 2, Edition 2 (Winter 2014): Teaching about Food and Media 

Film, Food, and Finances: 
Students Engaging with Food Insecurity 

 
Overview 
 
This classroom assignment is situated at the nexus of food media and students’ personal 
engagement with food security, food insecurity and food landscapes in the U.S.A. First, students 
will view and discuss A Place at the Table. Second, students will shop for food on the same 
budget available to participants in SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Food Assistance Program), 
formerly known as the food stamps program. The third part of the assignment is devoted to 
debriefing and critical analysis of the shopping experience, including the connections to college 
students who experience food insecurity. 

 
The Congressional Food Stamp Challenge, and similar activities, have called attention to the 
bitter reality of hunger in one of the world’s most prosperous nations by asking participants to 
live on a food stamps budget. This assignment offers students an opportunity to “live” on a food 
stamps budget though a simulated class exercise. What is innovative about the assignment is that 
it combines viewing and discussion of a documentary film on hunger (See Peters), a critical 
analysis of the political economy and economic inequality associated with food (See Frye & 
Bruner; Hahn & Bruner) and the direct experiences of college students, many of whom skip 
meals due to financial hardships. 

 
Lindenfeld (2010), Singer (2011), and Retzinger (2013) point to the growing significance of food 
documentaries, which may provide a doorway into food insecurity for media-savvy college 
students. Stoddard (2012) is one among many experts who tout film as a thoughtful medium for 
teaching. MacDonald (2010) argues that genre films can impart a specialized form of visual 
literacy. Tibus, Heier, and Schwan (2013) found evidence that films help us to learn. Combined 
with the small group, hands-on activity, A Place at the Table is a powerful tool for increasing 
awareness and motivating social change. 

 
Documentary film seems to be in a new phase. According to Jean Retzinger (2013), a Media 
Studies scholar and teacher at the University of California at Berkeley, today we are more likely 
to view a documentary as a “docudrama,” rather than as a factual and “objective” report.  
Instructors can reinforce this point in the debriefing after the film: A Place at the Table is both a 
realistic report and a persuasive vehicle.        

 
While this assignment features a combination of activities and experiences, film-savvy 
instructors and students may go into greater depth on the dramatic, theatrical, and cinematic 
aspects of A Place at the Table. Instructors may wish to combine theoretical perspectives from 
Roland Barthes and Stuart Hall (Evans & Hall, 1999) on how we relate to images, with a 
discussion of cinematic techniques (such as lighting and camera angle). We encourage 
instructors to be mindful of their students’ emotional reactions to the film (See Jankovic).  These 
emotional reactions could range from empathy for the hungry to personal pain over food 
insecurity in their household.  
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There are three goals for this assignment. First, it is designed to increase understanding about the 
interlocking problems of food insecurity and food landscapes in the U.S.A., as well as the 
structural dimensions of solutions to the problem.  Second, it exposes students to the relationship 
between documentary films and food advocacy.  Third, it helps students understand the 
experiences of those who experience food insecurity and the material conditions surrounding 
food. 
  
Rationale 
 
Increased attention to the subject of food insecurity has helped raise awareness about the 
prevalence of this health crisis.  Some of the key terms in this assignment are defined below. We 
note, however, that some of these terms and concepts are contested.  It would be instructive to 
engage students in a discussion of these terms and what is at stake when one uses these terms.  
For example, “food insecurity” may seem like a distant intellectual concept, or a mild form of 
anxiety, which might lead one to wonder if “hunger” is a simpler, more direct, and more pointed 
term.    

 
Food security exists “when all people at all times have access to sufficient, safe, nutritious food 
to maintain a healthy and active life” (World Health Organization). The term recognizes physical 
and economic access to food necessary to sustain a healthy diet in accordance with one’s dietary 
preferences.    

 
Conversely, the USDA defines food insecurity as occurring when “consistent access to adequate 
food is limited by a lack of money and other resources at times during the year” (Texas Food 
Bank Network).  Food insecurity encompasses the lack of food and the anxiety about not having 
enough food for one’s household.   

 
Food landscape is used “to represent the apparent set of sources of food available in a particular 
place. Thus a food landscape would include supermarkets, restaurants, vending machines, street 
vendors, markets, and other sources of food that a person knows about in a specific locale” 
(Webber et al. 127-8). 
 
According to the USDA and the American Nutrition Association, the phrase food desert refers 
to “parts of the country vapid of fresh fruit, vegetables, and other healthful whole foods.”  Food 
deserts usually are found in impoverished areas or neighborhoods and are caused by a “lack of 
grocery stores, farmers’ markets, and healthy food providers” (American Nutrition Association). 
 
The Economic Research Service of the United States Department of Agriculture reports, “14.5 
percent (17.6 million) of U.S. households were food insecure at some time during 2012.”  Of this 
total, “5.7 percent (7.0 million) of U.S. households had very low food security at some time 
during 2012.”  The report places the number of children living in food-insecure households at 8.3 
million.  The Huffington Post reports that “Los Angeles County, the most food-insecure county 
of all, has a whopping 643,640 hungry children, which is nearly double what the second most 
food-insecure county has.” 
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Less understood is food insecurity among college students.  At the University of Hawaii, 
Chaparro (2009) found that roughly 20 percent of the students were food insecure.  At Humboldt 
State University, Barnett (2013) found that 47 percent of respondents were skipping meals due to 
financial issues, and that 41 percent of these 294 students were skipping meals on a daily basis. 
 
General Timeline 
 
The comprehensive version of Film, Food, and Finances described here requires six hours, 
divided evenly into three, two-hour blocks. However, if time or scheduling is an issue, 
instructors have a great deal of flexibility in modifying the assignment. For example, an 
instructor can divide the broader assignment into several stand-alone assignments. Or, students 
could view the documentary and/or go shopping outside of class time.   
 
Detailed Lesson Plan 
 
Prior to viewing the film: Students and the instructor should discuss the following terms: food 
security, food insecurity, food landscape, and food desert.  The definitions are available in the 
Rationale section. 
 
Part 1 (120 minutes) 
 
A.  Introduce and view A Place at the Table (90 minutes). Ask students to take notes on the film. 
 
Do not speak at great length in introducing the film; let the film speak for itself.  Avoid 
“framing” (see Entman) the film for the audience. The instructor should refrain from providing a 
blatant suggestion on how to interpret the film. A more neutral introduction is preferable, such as 
the summary from The Internet Movie Data Base: “A documentary that investigates incidents of 
hunger experienced by millions of Americans, and proposed solutions to the problem.” In this 
way, “the instructor is decentered as the sole purveyor of knowledge” (Beins, n.p.), and the 
students are encouraged to experience and to articulate their personal emotional and intellectual 
reactions. What we hope that the students take away from the film is a mixture of knowledge, 
understanding, emotions, and connections to their lived experience. Later, they may make 
connections among their shopping activity, their own experience of hunger, and the images from 
the film. 
  
B.  Scheduled break (10 minutes). 
 
C.  Discuss the film, using the following questions (adapt to audience as needed; 20 minutes). 

• What are your first impressions of this film? 
• What feelings does this film elicit in you? 
• Which person in the film do you like the most?  Why?  (See Pols) 
• What is “food insecurity”? 
• What are some causes of “food insecurity” according to the film? 
• What are some solutions to the problem of food insecurity according to the film? 
• To what extent are race, gender, sexuality, place, and national origin related to food  

insecurity? 
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• What is your experience as a college student with food insecurity? 
• How were the directors trying to influence you?  What were they trying to get you to do,    

think, and feel? Which ideologies are at play? 
• What is your overall evaluation of the film, on a scale from 0 (low) -100 (high)? 
• Other reactions and observations? 

 
Part 2  (120 minutes) 
 
A.  Divide students into teams (“families”), give them their allotted food budget, and let them 
develop menus for one day (40 minutes). When dividing students into families one can use a 
prepared set of numbers or use a deck of playing cards.  Try to form families randomly, from 
students who do not already have a strong, obvious relationship with each other. 
 
The assignment is for each family to prepare a menu for three meals (breakfast, lunch, and 
dinner), taking into consideration the diet restrictions of family members, the constraints of the 
available food, and budget for the household. Inform students that they will be shopping at any 
available source within the local food landscape (on or close to campus depending on the 
individual campus location) to experience directly the availability of food items and the range of 
prices. 
 
B.  Families then go to food market(s) or whatever sources of food are available within the food 
landscape and purchase food for either one or three meals: breakfast, lunch, and dinner. (See 
options below; 70 minutes).  Students can use any mode of transportation at their disposal, and 
draw on whatever legal means they can think of to obtain the assigned meal.  
 
C.  Students keep a journal concerning their menu planning, budgeting, and shopping 
experiences (10 minutes). Instruct each student to take notes and to record observations/feelings 
as the family prepares menus and goes shopping. 
 
The Families: It is assumed that the families reside in California and all qualify for SNAP, 
except Family 6, which has a large net income, and which typically spends $280 per week on 
food ($40.00 per day). The other five families receive SNAP benefits of $5.00 per person/per 
day. Family households have the following characteristics and budget. 
 
Instructors may adapt the program and qualifying food allowances based on their state of 
residence. These instructions assume a class size of 27 students. The assignment may be adjusted 
to accommodate more or fewer students.  
 
Family 1 (6 members) 
Food budget for one day = $30.00, $10 per meal, $1.66 per person/per meal 
2 adults (ages 30-50)   One adult is a vegetarian. 
1 older adult (age 76)   The older adult requires soft food. 
2 children (ages 7 and 3)  No diet restrictions 
1 infant (age 10 months)  The infant requires baby formula. 
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Family 2  (5 members) 
Food budget for one day = $25.00, $8.33 per meal, $1.66 per person/per meal 
1 adult (age 45)   Low sodium and low fat diet. 
1 older adult (age 70)   Needs calcium. 
2 teenagers (ages 17 and 14)  Prefer fast food and “junk food,” such as French fries. 
1 child (age 9)    Allergic to peanuts.  Also requires gluten-free foods. 
 
Family 3  (4 members) 
Food budget for one day = $20.00, $6.66 per meal, $1.66 per person/per meal 
1 adult (age 40)   Prefers locally-grown, organic fruits and vegetables 
1 teenager (age 15)   Requires gluten-free foods 
2 children  (ages 11 and 8)  Like macaroni and cheese, hot dogs, and chicken 
 
Family 4  (4 members) 
Food budget for one day = $20.00, $6.66 per meal, $1.66 per person/per meal 
1 adult (age 32)   No diet restrictions 
1 adult (age 28)   Tries to eat a strict vegan diet (no animal products) 
1 child (age 9)    No diet restrictions 
1 child (age 6)    No milk or dairy products. 
 
Family 5  (4 members) 
Food budget for one day = $20.00, $6.66 per meal, $1.66 per person/per meal 
2 adults (ages 55 and 65)  Low sodium and low fat diet. 
2 teenagers (ages 19 and 17)  Prefer raw fruits and vegetables. 
 
Family 6  (4 members) 
Food budget for one day = $40.00, $13.33 per meal, $3.33 per person/per meal 
1 adult (age 39)   Prefers fish and chicken. 
1 adult (age 35)   No diet restrictions. 
1 teenager (age 16)   Eats very little. 
1 child (age 12)   Does not like corn, potatoes, oatmeal, or pasta. 
 
Part 3  (120 minutes) 
 
A.  Families deliver food to classroom and make a display (10 minutes). 
 
B.  Each family explains its menu, its budget, and its shopping strategy (60 minutes). 
The time limit for each family is 10 minutes to explain its menus and its shopping experience. It 
is very important to have multiple family members speak. Ask the students about their feelings.  
Ask about the group process, the group dynamics. Ask about ideological tensions. Ask about 
conflict and struggles. 
 
C.  Scheduled break (10 minutes). 
 
D.  Debrief the completed assignment, using the following questions (40 minutes).  

• What is it like to use the SNAP budget to purchase food for a family? 
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• How did the shopping experience on the SNAP budget mirror/contradict the stories in the 
film? 

• How much of an impact did the film have on you, both in preparing menus and shopping, 
but also in your outlook? 

• What might be missing or obscured about food insecurity as portrayed in the film, but not  
captured in the simulated SNAP shopping experience? 

• Would you be willing to live on a SNAP budget for a week as modeled in the film? 
• What were some of the strengths of the assignment? 
• How could we improve the assignment? 
• Other comments, questions, ideas? 

 
E.  Families have the option of taking/cooking their food or donating to a local Food Bank. 
 
Teaching Materials 
 
Film: Obtain a copy of A Place at the Table (March 2013), directed by Kristi Jacobson and Lori 
Silverbush. Make all necessary audio-visual arrangements in advance.   
 
Currency:  SNAP now typically uses Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) cards.  For the Film, 
Food, and Finances assignment it is preferable that the students use actual currency. There are 
several options for the use of currency depending on the resources at one’s educational 
institution. 
 
Option 1: Each family is given the money to buy one day’s worth of food. Family 1, for 
example, would receive $30. This option requires a total of $155.00 which may be acquired from 
a grant, from donations, or from the educational budget.   
 
Option 2: Each family is given the money to buy food for one meal. This option requires $46.63, 
which may be acquired from a grant, from donations, or from the educational budget.   
 
Option 3: Each family is given the money to buy one meal for one person. This meal is meant to 
represent one meal that meets the needs of that family. Tell students to imagine that the one meal 
could be multiplied to fill up all family members; but you are not buying a separate meal for each 
person to meet particular dietary needs. (This option adds an extra challenge for students.) 
Family 1, for example, would receive $1.66. This option requires a total of $11.63, which may be 
acquired from a grant, from donations, or from the educational budget.   
 
Option 4: If raising funds is an issue, then “Monopoly” money may be used. In this scenario, the 
students would visit the food market(s) and record/photograph their desired purchases (and 
prices), but would not buy the food. 
 
Journal: Students will need to provide their own paper for keeping a journal. 
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